35 -This study aims at analyzing how the theme of male identity is staged/dramatized in Sam Shepard's Curse of the Starving Class(1977) focusing on the different kinds of human relationships; male/female and male/male relationships. However, as its title suggests, this study will mainly focus on how the male characters in Curse are staged as they are in a continuous search for their male identity. The deep analysis of the play demonstrates that studying Shepard's plays gives a clear image of the American masculinity inside home. The play is clearly concerned with the issues of masculinity and the continuous struggle of its male characters for defining their manhood in a world that is not of their own making. Sam Shepard is one of the main figures of the postmodern American playwrights. In most of his plays, Shepard focuses on depicting the character of the American man and the struggles he faces in order to identify his masculine identity. His male protagonists struggle to prove themselves to be men, but are limited, even entrapped, by the images of masculine identity imposed upon them by their exclusively materialistic culture.
-38 -generation is compelled to play the same stereotypical roles assigned to them by the previous generations. The endresult of this ever occurring process is loss/crisis of identities.
Doris Auerbach also asserts that the "curse" of the title refers to the "inevitability of generation after generation repeating the same meaningless act. The curse of the father is passed on to the son" (qtd King 55). As Weston, the father says: "I never saw my old man's poison until I was much older than you. Much older. And then you know I recognized it? Because I saw myself infected with it."(35). Thus, the "curse" of the play's title is both biological and familial and social and economic. The titular starvation is multilayered, not only physical, emotional, and spiritual but sociocultural as well.
From the first moment of the play, the staging of male identity crisis is very clear. The play starts with the son Wesley carting off the wood from a brokendown door; the home as a place of shelter and security has been violated. The kitchen's door is broken, and Wesley is trying to fix it. Wesley is a young cowboy wearing a "sweatshirt, jeans, and cowboy boots" (5).Wesley's act of fixing the door shows his connection with this house. He wants to protect the house and the family, so Wesley appears to be a caring and a helpful son at the beginning of the play. Ella, the mother, and Wesley are speaking together in the kitchen. Ella asks her son to stop fixing the door.
Despite his mother's objections, the young man attempts to impose a sense of order on the chaos of his surroundings.
Ella: (after while) You shouldn't be doing that. Wesley: He's not here. ( 5 ) The staging of the character of Wesley also helps in representing how men are searching for their true male identities.
Wesley is trying to fill in the space where the father is missing. The father is usually a model for his son to follow. The absent father, Weston, is not a good model for his son. Due to the weakness and the failure of the father, the son is trying to step in and play the role of the patriarch. Wesley here seems to be suffering; he is in pain, and a feeling of loneliness dominates over him: "Makes me feel lonely". This loneliness is a common characteristic of all Shepard's characters who face masculinity crisis. Wesley is attached to his roots because he thinks his roots can help him in defining his male identity. He is connected with the land of the west: "I could smell the avocado blossoms…I could feel this country close like it was part of my bones." (7) . He has nothing to support him so he clings to the house as something to be possessed or the place where he has grown up, so it may help him to realize his identity.
Wesley here may represent every son who is lost and cannot find a good father to imitate. Shepard shows the American man as he fails to prove his masculine identity because of the struggles he faces inside his family. For Wesley, his identity crisis begins when Notably, from the first moment of the play, the absence of Weston, as the head of the family, and the broken door of the family house are very significant elements of staging the male identity crisis.
The father fails to fulfill any conditions of American identity, a failure that begins within the family, the basic social unit of the American society. His dissatisfaction with his family life is evident from the start. After an allnight drinking wine, Weston returns early in the morning to discover he has been locked out, and promptly destroys the front door in a rage before getting back into the car and tearing off into the darkness ("a very big man, middle aged, wearing a dark overcoat which looks like it's been slept in, a blue baseball cap, baggy pants, and tennis shoes. He's unshaven and slightly drunk") (25). So before he even appears on stage, Weston's violent temper and inability to play the role of protector to his family are revealed.
According to David DeRose, Weston's violent attack symbolizes the destruction of the "protective circle of the family" (92). He threatens the safety of his family, and leaves them defenseless. For Madachy, "both literally and symbolically, Weston's destruction of the door represents the lack of protection that he provides for his family" (82). Shepard's men fail in achieving the impossible unity of their identity, they seek an avoidance or escape that nevertheless fails to free them from their problems. They flee to the desert, to alcohol, to the past or to their fantasies of the past, but their problems of identity do not go away. This desire to escape or to deny their own entrapments often leads to violent, abusive behavior. For Shepard, this violence is caused by the male himself, and there is nobody else to blame (Hall 95).
-42 -However, some of his male characters accuse their counterparts of being the source of male aggression. Shepard suggests that the source of violence is not woman as the males claim, but instead, it is the man himself. According to Ann C. Hall, Shepard thinks that the violence in male characters derives from a "lack", a problem inherited in them.
Man uses violence in order to make the female obey, and to prove his power in front of the other males. In other words, they try to suppress this lack using violence. For Mokbel, "poverty is one of the reasons of man's crisis" (21). When a man feels that he is unable to provide food and security for his family, he will become upset and hopeless. Upon one of Weston's random returns to the house, he stocks the fridge full with -44 -artichokes, which Ella promptly throws out, astutely pointing out, "It's a joke bringing artichokes back here when we're out of food" (171).
For Tucher "the central metaphor of the play is food, and its lack of it.
The food that feeds the sexual, romantic, sentimental, and ideal appetites as well as the stomach."(124)
One of the main problems that lead to poverty is unemployment. Weston is jobless: "I thought Dad got fired" (13) says
Wesley. Weston's family is poor because he is unable to work and to support them; a matter that not only affects Weston himself but also his son. Wesley's male identity crisis, then, can be related to the poor and unsatisfactory condition of the family. Wesley, as all members of the family, keeps opening the refrigerator. Wesley is upset, and he believes his family is from the starving class.
Wesley: I'm hungry.
Ella: How can you be hungry all the time. We're not poor.
We're not rich but we're not poor.
Wesley: What are we then? (12)
In Curse, the family has nothing to eat, and this is one of the important reasons for their problems. Shepard wants to show that the poor condition of the postmodern family leads also to man's crisis.
And even when Weston experiences his fake rebirth and attempts to create a better family atmosphere, significantly by making a hamandeggs breakfast for his son, Weston ends up eating all the Weston searches for his male identity by escaping the current situation of loss. In fact, he is entrapped in certain stereotypical images for the masculine identity that he cannot realize. These are all illusions. He has no prospects in escaping.
The staging of male identity crisis is also very clear in the setting of the play which is realistic and very significant. The play is set at a kitchen in a farm house that is located in an avocado farm in the West, away from the city and its modern life. All the incidents of the play take place inside the kitchen that includes a table, four metal chairs, a refrigerator and a small stove. This signifies the entrapment of the family members and the emptiness of the refrigerator of food conveys an almost metaphysical feeling of suffering and desperation.
The frustration and spiritual "hunger" shared by the characters is objectified by the physical hunger. The "curse" of economic deprivation compels the members of "the starving class" into modes of behavior more animalistic than human.
Wesley places the lamb inside the kitchen. The lamb is affected by 'maggots'. Placing a lamb inside a kitchen is not a usual thing; it delineates the domestic being supplanted by the wild. Shepard used this image to illustrate the male identity crisis. Here, the lamb "represents Wesley himself, for both are infected and need treatment.
Wesley is suffering from identity crisis" (Mokbel 21). Unless his family helps him, he will be destroyed. According to Tucher, "the images of food, of a constantly empty refrigerator, and of a chicken and a lamb….are peppered throughout the play. Shepard's inventiveness in the use of these images proves hilarious and poignant in turns." (129) When Weston appears for the first time in the play by the end of the first act, he enters the house to find the lamb inside the kitchen.
He is astonished, so he speaks with himself: "Is this inside or outside?" According to Greg Barnhisel, one of the main themes in the play is the struggle between the inside and the outside (15). The family is destroyed because the outside is attacking the inside. The lamb is supposed to be outside the house, so it represents the lack of security and privacy; everything can penetrate into the house.
Weston's house, then, is not safe. It lacks family coziness and unity, and this is one of the reasons behind his weakness. By confining his setting to a single location, Shepard limits the movement of his characters. His male characters cannot escape their destiny of loss. -48 -They are entrapped within certain masculine roles that they cannot play. In terms of Burke's spatial movement or progression, the basic dialectic is between "in" and "out"one either remains entrapped within the house (the traditional/stereotyped roles) or escapes out of the house (untraditional roles). (97) Weston's physical safety depends on relocation. But Weston's escapist impulse has ideological underpinnings as well. He has failed to achieve any semblance of his male identity; through the course of Curse, Weston systematically breaks down at every facet of his character: he fails as a landowner, a businessman, and a family man.
And all of Weston's failures stem from his inability to profit from the land he owns.
Before the family plays that begin with Curse, women were largely absent from Shepard's plays and often tended to be "caricatures" when present, but in dealing with the family, Shepard cannot avoid presenting women's roles even if he might prefer not to do so. According to McDonough, in the family plays, we begin to see more clearly in Shepard's presentation of male/female relationships, how the "men struggle to control their women as a way to maintain an image of themselves as powerful men, and how the women suffer from this treatment by their men, but also ultimately elude their control." (67) Staging the relationship between Ella and her husband reveals the wifehusband relationship of the postmodern era which significantly concretizes the male identity crisis. Mokbel says:
-49 -"according to patriarchal authority the wife depends on her husband for living and protection. In the postmodern period, the roles of men and women changed leading to a change in their relationship and in the patriarchal authority as well" (21). In Curse, Ella is free to act the way she likes neglecting her husband and his role as a man, for she has very little affection or even respect for her husband.
Ella rejects the fact that they are poor because she has a dream of going to Europe after selling the house: "They have everything in Europe. High art. Paintings. Castles. Buildings. Fancy food." Ella rejects the life of poverty: "I'm selling the house, the land …Everything" (14). On the other hand, Wesley, who is connected with his house and land, rejects her idea: "This is where I live" (15).
He prefers being poor to leaving his house. He is connected with their roots at the beginning, and both of them turn to be like their fathers at the end. For Mokbel, Shepard always demonstrates that there is no hope for heroes to survive in the postmodern period. They will be haunted by the terrible image of their fathers (21 as a negative representation of women, as she prefers to cater to her own selfish needs and to ignore the needs of her family in the process.
Ella is represented as being an ineffective mother figure. She appears to be periodically concerned about her children, but her actions continually contradict that concern. This results in her giving the impression of being a strangely ambivalent character. According to David Savran:
Sometimes she is the concerned mother looking out for her children; other times she is the selfish woman embittered by all she has missed in life. At one moment she is concerned about the danger to Emma in taking a wild horse, and the next she is complacent about it since she does not want to bother herself to go look. (72) Ella reveals herself to be an incapable nurturer when she takes her daughter Emma's chicken to feed herself. She appears to be the concerned mother when she tells her daughter about menstruation, but demonstrates that she is an inadequate nurturer since she lies about it. The essential message of this scene is that "each member of the family is entrapped and cannot communicate with the other members.
Taav says that "the family is but an ephemeral construct destined to collapse" (36 According to Yolks, Shepard's female characters demonstrate their desire to escape "tradition" when they struggle to behave in ways which "explode the traditional view that women are submissive, but they demonstrate the impossibility of escape when they fail to become truly autonomous characters, or when their acquired assertiveness fails to enable them to authentically destroy stereotypical representations of women"(52). This is very clear in the character of Emma. First, she is only able to dream about behaving in ways which do not include stereotypically feminine behaviour and her actual behaviour involves submitting herself to male dominance.
When she eventually transforms and begins to behave like a male cowboy, she is presented as being unable to survive.
Shepard clearly privileges his male characters. Rather than portraying the mothers and wives as struggling heroically, Shepard portrays them as "betrayers of their men"( Yolks 50), implying by the way he positions them that while a man's first priority is to himself, a woman's is to her family and to her man. When the men leave, they are portrayed as being simply confused or as seeking something that they need and rightfully deserve (freedom, Independence), but women who leave or who desire to leave are usually portrayed as selfish betrayers of the family and, particularly, of their husbands. The second act of the play starts with Wesley and Emma criticizing their parents. The disunity of the parents leads the children to "function as parents and the parents as children" (Roussel 7). To
Emma, her mother is after Taylor because: "She doesn't want to be stuck out here in the boonies for all her life". She knows that her mother is selling the house for her own benefit. Wesley finds that both of his parents are idiots: "She can't think. He can't either" (29). The children are mocking their parents because of their wrong behavior.
Both parents are thinking of selling the house instead of thinking of how to protect their family.
Shepard wants to show that the postmodern man's crisis is the result of the postmodern destroyed family. The fatherson conflict starts as Weston tells his son that he is going to sell the land and the house. He cannot make the land produce for him, either agriculturally or financially. In a drunken stupor, Weston agrees to sell his family's home to Ellis in order to get enough cash to cover his loan. He searches for his male identity outside home (the domestic curse).
Weston: What do you think of it?
Wesley: I wouldn't sell it.
Weston: …What good is it? What good's it doing? In the above scene, Weston also tries to show that he is powerful, and that he is superior to other members of his family because he is the father. Hegemonic masculinity is found in societies where man is more powerful and superior to woman. Sawyer states, "hegemonic masculinity is one of the characteristics of the traditional cowboy; however, the postmodern cowboy fails to be powerful" (26).
Weston speaks as if he is the 'breadwinner' of the family. In fact, he is jobless and cannot support his family with anything, not even food. The connection between the land and the man is explicit here.
Weston spends much of the play dislocated from everything and everyone around him. He alienates himself from his family and the rest of society, and loses all sense of who he is. But as he examines his land, he is reborn; he already lost everything. Weston, who earlier has been unkempt, drunk, and violent, appears clean shaven, sober, and otherwise chastened. In the above lengthy monologue spoken to Wesley, he recounts taking a peaceful walk at dawn around the avocado orchard during which, according to Roudané, "he experienced a kind of epiphany" (116), suddenly being struck that he actually was the owner, that: "it was me and I was actually the one walking on my own piece of land. And that gave me a great feeling"
(51). He then discarded his old dirty clothes and "Just walked through the whole damn house in [his] birthday suit… It was like peeling off a whole person"(51). He followed this with a hot bath, and then a cold bath, and then a hearty farm breakfast cooked from the unexpected profusion of groceries in the refrigerator that came as a surprise, "Just like somebody knew I was going to be reborn this morning or For Taav, "Whether it was some hereditary predilection or free will that brought Weston "the eagle" to Ella "the cat, " it was nonetheless this conflict, this "cursed" partnership between two beasts illsuited to the other's purposes and needs"(45). This not only led to the destruction of both but also to the father's curse being passed down to the son and daughter they had engendered. The mortal combat occurs in this play, once more, over issues of manhoodover male identity. In this battle there is no possibility of a winner because together "they come crashing down to the earth".
Both of them come crashing down. According to Peterson "the final image of the cat and eagle falling to the ground in mutual destruction does not provide an escape from the primary dialectics of men and women." (79) However, we can see the meaning of the battle between the eagle and the cat differently. That is, the image of the battle between the eagle and the cat seems to symbolize the "conflict between father and son", that is, in this case, Weston and Wesley. Morimoto supports this reading when states that:
The target of this conflict seems to be the masculinity to get the position as the head of the family. This seems to be symbolized by the testes of the lambs. The fact that both the eagle and the cat are pointed out by the pronoun "he" supports this idea. And the result that the eagle and the cat fall down together means the downfall of father and son together. And, it also means the downfall of their family as a whole. This shows the menace to the power of heredity. (132) Still a third meaning can be gleaned from this story: the cat can be a symbol for both Ella and Wesley. This symbolic story of the eagle and the cat is very significant of the male identity crisis. It clarifies the continuous male struggle for his identity whether with women or with other men. The story shows also that this conflict is destructive for both sides and no one will be a winner.
In Curse, the father and the son face the male identity crisis due to the lack of family unity, and from the first moment of the play they search for their lost male identity. Their crises are staged through their relation with each other and with the other members of the family: the mother and the daughter. "Wesley represents the postmodern cowboy who fails to find a place for himself in his family" (Mokbel 23). His father, mother, and sister affect him negatively and his relation with each of them reveals the impossibility of communication and unity among family members. Not only has the destruction of his family affected him, but also the loss of his home and land. On the other hand, the father belongs to an elder generation.
"The father's crisis shows that in the postmodern era, man is frail and hopeless. As a result, Shepard's postmodern hero lacks all the characteristics of the traditional American cowboy" (Ibid 23).
